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such as northeastern Siberia the production of gold is one of the dominant
facts in the life of the people, whereas in a rich manufacturing country
such as the United States the problem of exchanging our raw materials
and manufactured goods for the gold of other countries is of the utmost
importance. Our gold may help us to continue to prosper but no one
can be sure that the opposite result may not occur.
The Role of Iron
If all the gold and silver in the world should be destroyed, man's
activity would go on almost unchanged, but if iron should be taken away,
our mode of life might be even simpler than that of the first colonists in
America. One reason for the widespread use of iron is that its ores are
found in most parts of the world. It is not the most common metal,
however, nor is it the easiest to separate from the ore. It forms 4.6 per
cent of die earth's crust, whereas aluminum forms 82, and calcium 3.5,
magnesium 2.6, sodium 2.6, and potassium 2.4 are only a little less abun-
dant. None of these, however, is used to any such extent as iron. Even
in the case of aluminum the annual production is only 1 ton for every
200 or 300 of iron.
The chief reason for the universal use of iron is its peculiar properties,
especially (1) its capacity for assuming many different forms, such as cast
iron, wrought iron, magnetic iron, and innumerable forms of steel, (2)
its strength, (3) its hardness, (4) its ductility or capacity for being drawn
into wire, and (5) its magnetic properties. Because of these qualities iron
is the universal material for tools and machines, and thus becomes one of
the most important factors in promoting civilization.
Scanty Iron and the Character of Early Civilization, The amount of
iron used in any given part of the world, or at any stage of the world's
history, gives considerable insight into the character of the civilization.
Although the ancient civilizations of Egypt, Palestine, Mesopotamia,
Greece, and Rome rose to a high level, they were bound to be very differ-
ent from ours because they used little iron. In phases of civilization such
as art, literature, philosophy, religion, and government, in which mineral
resources play only a small part, the people of ancient times made great
progress, and in many ways excelled the nations of today. In other phases,
such as manufacturing, transportation, commerce, and mining, where com-
plex machinery plays an important part, they made little progress and
were in about the same stage as modern China outside its few industrial
cities. This difference is due to the fact that the use of iron, as well as
of timber, coal, and mechanical power, did not develop until the center
of civilization had moved northwest to the regions surrounding the North
Sea. One reason why it did not develop earlier was probably the scarcity

